the death of old people, who sat watching their own mortuary ceremonies, listening to the oratory. The events did not seem gruesome. People said, in fact, that the old people's 'bellies would be warmed' by seeing how much cargo was distributed in their names. Again, it seemed I was recording something about the culture of the emotions.
Some days later, a party of Awa people arrived hoping to sell their black palm bows. (The Awa, who speak a different language, live 2 days' walk to the south.) I see that I bought two bows and gave them to two luluais (government-appointed leaders), keeping up exchange relations. A few days later, another Awa party arrived with more palm bows, and again I offered 'shillings', the adopted Australian currency at that time. The man I approached responded with anger, threw the money to the ground and spat on it. He wanted salt. This seemed to provide a small glimpse into pre-colonial Awa-Fore trade relations. (The Fore had manufactured and traded potassium-based salt for forest products.)
Later, in early August, I have detailed notes on a marriage payment (bride price) at which the bride and groom were not present. The bride price consisted of two piles of food, as well as locally made bark cloaks, vegetables, some shells and 15 pounds (approx. $20 US). By the late 1990s bride price had reached stunning levels, some payments rising as high as 5000 Papua New Guinea kina (in 1990 1 kina Z$1.10 US), piles of vegetable food, but no bark cloaks. Boxes of imported frozen lamb parts now replaced pigs. By mid-August 1961 it was clear who the local 'bigmen' (leaders) were. Significantly, this short list included the man who had given us the bunch of bananas during our first few days.
Our plan had been to begin investigating kuru not with questionnaires, but by observing how those with kuru were treated, and listening to the way people talked about the disease. By early August, however, we were aware that we were not seeing women with kuru. In a quest for a cure, the sick women, accompanied by male kin, had left Wanitabe, crossing the Yani River and mountain range to the west, to reach Gimi territory. We decided to follow. After 2 days' walk, we reached the Gimi settlement at Uvai where the healer had established his base. My diary indicates that Gimi women rubbed my breasts and Robert's shins. Men did not shake hands, which appeared to be a colonial acquisition.
In separate typed pages I describe the long structures housing the Fore patients, imitations of the Okapa 'house sick' (hospital). The women hoping for a cure were a poignant sight, their shoulders scarred with the welts of the healer's blood-letting procedure using a small glass-tipped arrow. On our sad journey back to Wanitabe by a slow southerly route, we stopped from place to place and heard stories of treatment failure. Later, some people called the healer a 'fraud', interested only in money. However, the Fore never lost hope that a cure could be found. When the same man came through the South Fore some months later, people sought him out again. His cures, they said, were effective. Sorcerers had 'poisoned' the women a second time. Although we did not share their theory of disease causation, the search by the Fore for an effective therapy seemed much like the hopeful journeys made by patients in our own society.
This record of first impressions may seem to be a list of random observations. Reading them again last week, however, I recaptured the image of the people who told us these things. Moreover, the information came back with a particular intensity, accompanied by the sounds and smells of the days when they were recorded. I was struck also by the importance of 'first impressions'. In a short time we had learned something about kinship and marriage, sickness and death, political leadership, the importance of exchange relationships, trade partners, gender relations, beliefs about the cause of disease, and the way in which different cultures evoke the emotions. I was reminded of what people said about D.H. Lawrence's autobiographical 'novel', Kangaroo, which he wrote in 45 days shortly after arriving in Sydney. First impressions seem to be keen and intense, something lost when the strange becomes familiar.
One last thought. After this London meeting it would be wonderful if some of the Fore felt inspired to write down their own memories of these amazing years.
'The people in every village they visited were so often mourning the dead' young man when Michael employed him. He helped in the house and whenever Michael wanted to go out on field patrol he went with him. He was a very handy man in doing fieldwork. He was also asked to go independently to check on kuru patients and report back whenever the symptoms of kuru had changed in the patients. When the medical scientists ran out of food they survived on local vegetables provided by staff members and village people. It was not an easy job in the early days of kuru research, when the people in every village they visited were so often mourning the dead. The staff were kept busy all the time collecting samples and helping the relatives in the funerals of patients. When the research officers left the country my late husband was retrenched and we lived a happy life in Waisa until he died of kuru in 1980.
Family life at Okapa as a 'missus bilong dokta bilong kuru'
Coralie Mathews *
Earl Street, Carlton North, Victoria 3054, Australia
This 50th anniversary of the first diagnosis of kuru brings back so many memories and these reminiscences are for all the 'kuru wives', especially Wendy Alpers and Fay Hornabrook. John and I went to live in the Fore area early in 1966. It was expected that we would live at the government administration centre of Okapa as John, we found on arrival, was often required to double as the medical officer for the Okapa Subdistrict. We did sometimes manage to escape the colonial pressure and spent periods living in the Glasse's house in Wanitabe and in the kiap's hut (house built for the use of patrol officers on patrol) at Purosa.
Travelling to and from Okapa with a young family was always exciting, and often totally worrying! From Goroka, you would take a single-engine light aircraft that bobbed between the mountains. Sometimes there would be no seat for you and you would be squashed on the floor (no seat belt and knees tucked under your chin) in the tail of the plane behind all the cargo, which was often made up of Carleton Gadjusek's equipment! Road travel was by army-style four-wheel-drive vehicles that slowly edged their way along the narrow ledges of the steep valleys and bumped through river crossings not infrequently getting bogged. Monday was not a good day to travel because each village was required to work on their part of the road on that day (figure 1). Many of the roads were a pile of rocks with bridges reduced to a few planks. This meant lots of forced stops where you took the opportunity to buy kaukau (sweet potato) and small sweet pineapples from the women in the nearest village.
Travel between villages and hamlets was by walking along narrow paths between the kunai grass and over stiles built along the fences of diwai (wood) and bamboo, which kept the pigs out of the gardens. And much of the walking was up and up. I can remember going to Mugaiamuti early one Sunday morning to help with an autopsy and being pulled up the steep muddy track with a stick of bamboo held over the shoulder of a sturdy and helpful local kuru assistant.
Single-log bridges over gushing rivers were a fearful ordeal for me. I would give the baby and toddlers to the sure-footed local guys who would whisk the children away to the other side of the ravine in no time. I would then falteringly and fearfully slowly step across sideways like an injured crab clinging to a patient helper on each arm. I probably whimpered all the way as well! The settlement at Okapa was a physically beautiful place that looked out over a long valley with the village of Pusarasa nearby and Mt Michael in the distance (figure 2) jutting his (this mountain was definitely male) head out of the clouds that filled the valley. It was my morning ritual to greet the tip of Mt Michael as I stumbled to the kitchen and the warmth of a wood fire.
In the early evenings, the women of Pusarasa would pass through, laden with kaukau, firewood and small children, on the way from their furthest gardens. They would call out and chatter, whereas the men carrying axes were much more serious. By this time, the axes were bought at the trade store and not the stone axes used in the very recent past.
A group of Australian wives started working with the local women. There were many Fore women who walked in from their villages to talk about child health and a tentative start was made, at their request, with a family planning clinic. The local women were very enthusiastic and vocal about these issues. We also had fun playing baseball and other games. Local crafts were displayed and there was much excitement when our women won first prize in the Goroka Show.
The mid-1960s was the last of the colonial era: a period of Pax Australiana. The Australian flag flew proudly over the kiap's corrugated iron offices Phil. Trans. R. Soc. B doi:10.1098 Soc. B doi:10. /rstb.2008 Published online *mathewsc@bigpond.net.au
